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W ILL YOUR CHILD BECOM E AN ADDICT? (Sidebar)
MISSOULA—
When they read reports of drug and alcohol use among young children, parents get
worried. Will their child become a user? Will the child become an addict eventually? Could
he or she have something called an addictive personality?
Parents can stop worrying about addictive personality, says Michael Hufford, a
psychology assistant professor at The University of Montana-Missoula. Studies don’t support
that notion, even though it has a long history and is very popular.
“It’s clear from the empirical literature that personality changes people see in loved
ones who have an addiction are the result of the addiction, not the cause,” says Hufford, who
has studied addictive behavior for years. “We know from some very long follow-up studies one has been going on for more than 60 years now - that those personality problems were not
there before the substance use started but developed as a result of the substance. ”
By the same token, he says, there are factors that predispose some people to develop an
addiction. Two that scientists have singled out are impulsivity and conduct disorders.
“Some children, for instance are very impulsive, and we know that impulsivity is
related to an increased probability of developing addiction,” Hufford says.
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He also says that conduct problems early in childhood are related to later development
of substance-use disorder. Conduct problems include “violent acting out” that brings the child
to the attention of the authorities and the school system.
“We know, in fact, that one of the ways some people are predisposed genetically to
develop substance-use disorders is through conduct problems,” Hufford says. “The genetic
predisposition is to have a conduct problem, but that can then put one at risk for developing a
substance-use disorder.”
Neither impulsivity nor conduct disorders are certain predictors of later addiction,
however, he says. They simply increase the probability.
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